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Abstract 
 
This paper describes some of the key research works related to my PhD thesis. The goal is the 
development of a global approach to digital library (DL) evaluation towards quality interoperability. 
DL evaluation has a vital role to play in building DLs, and in understanding and enhancing their role 
in society. Responding to two parallel research needs, the project is grouped around two tracks. 
Track one covers the theoretical approach, and provides an integrated evaluation model which 
overcomes the fragmentation of quality assessments; track two covers the experimental side, which 
has been undertaken through a comparative analysis of different DL evaluation methodologies, 
relating them to the conceptual framework. After presenting the problem dentition, current 
background and related work, this paper enumerates a set of research questions and hypotheses 
that I would like to address, and outlines the research methodology, focusing on a proposed 
evaluation framework and on the lessons learned from the case studies. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Digital library evaluation is a growing interdisciplinary area. Researchers and practitioners have 
speciﬁc viewpoints of what DLs are, and they use different approaches to evaluate them. Each 
evaluation approach corresponds to a DL model, and there is no common agreement on its depiction 
[1]. Despite that, more and more efforts have been made to evaluate DLs. However, a methodology 
that encompasses all the approaches does not yet exist. There are two main reasons for this: 
 
digital libraries are complex entities that need interdisciplinary approaches 
digital libraries are synchronic entities: the speed of evolution of DLs coupled with their lack of 
historical traces makes a longitudinal analysis difficult if not impossible. 
Nevertheless, DLs and DL research have reached a level of maturity such that a global approach to 
their evaluation is needed. It would encourage exchange of qualitative data and evaluation studies, 
allowing comparisons and communication between research and professional communities. Since 
1999, when Christine Borgman described the gap between the perspectives of researchers and 
professionals [1], several initiatives have been undertaken to establish a framework for exchange 
between the two communities. 
 
The reference deﬁnitions of DLs in this work are: 
 
Waters (given in 1998; became the DLF deﬁnition in 2002): 
Digital libraries are organizations that provide the resources, including the specialized staff, to select, 
structure, offer intellectual access to, interpret, distribute, preserve the integrity of, and ensure the 
persistence over time of collections of digital works so that they are readily and economically 
available for use by a deﬁned community or set of communities [2]. 
 
DELOS (2006): 
A possibly virtual organization that comprehensively collects, manages, and preserves for the long 
term rich digital content, and offers to its user communities specialized functionality on that 
content, of measurable quality and according to codiﬁed policies [3, 4]. 
 
In this work, we also keep a background concept of DLs considered as advanced extensions of 
traditional libraries. Using a library science approach within a continuative perspective, DLs and their 
role in society still follow Ranganathan’s ﬁve laws : 
 
Books are for use. 
Every reader his [or her] book. 
Every book its reader. 
Save the time of the Reader. 
The library is a growing organism.[5] 
Abstracting the concepts of “book” and “reader”, we think these laws are still valid and powerful; 
moreover, the fifth law helps us to understand how they are considered – and evaluated – 
holistically. 
 
2 Background and related work 
 
2.1 State of the art 
 
Concepts and models for evaluating DL quality come from: 
 
library and information science (LIS) studies (services, organisation, metadata creation) 
information retrieval (IR) studies (search engines, metadata management) 
human–computer interaction (HCI) studies (user interfaces) [6, 7]. 
Marchionini proposes the application of the same techniques and indicators used for traditional 
libraries, such as circulation, creation and growth of collections, user data, user satisfaction, and 
ﬁnancial stability indicators [8]. (For an insight into the recent state of the art, see [9]). 
 
Reviewing the evaluation criteria identiﬁed by Lancaster [10] and by Saracevic and Kantor [11], 
Saracevic systematises the issue within a continuative approach, highlighting the need to focus on 
the DL mission and objectives [12]. 
 
Considering evaluation as the appraisal of the performance or functioning of a system, or part there 
of, in relation to some objective(s), the performance can be evaluated as to: 
 
effectiveness (how well does a system do what it was designed for?) 
efficiency (at what cost, in terms of money or time?) 
a combination of these two (i.e. cost-effectiveness) [12, p. 359]. 
Saracevic also indicates two evaluation levels: 
 
user-centered level (which can be social, institutional, individual or focused on the interface) 
system-centered level (which can be focused on engineering, processing or content) [12, pp. 363–
364]. 
According to Saracevic, the issue is how to make human- and system-centered approaches work 
together [13]. 
 
According to Marchionini, a DL evaluation can have different aims, from the understanding of basic 
phenomena (e.g. the users’ behaviour towards IR tools) to the effective evaluation of a speciﬁc 
object [8]. Reeves, Apedoe and Woo propose some guidelines to evaluate DLs, focusing on the 
decision process that is behind any evaluation [14]. Chowdhury and Chowdhury highlight the need 
to focus on the global impact that a DL has on its users and on society in general, integrating LIS, IR 
and HCI criteria [15]. 
 
Through the analysis of eighty DL case studies, Saracevic outlines the approaches and methodologies 
that are used in practice, observing the small quantity of “real data” in comparison to the explosion 
of meta-literature [16]. He concludes that there is no “best” methodology: different aims can lead to 
different methods. He also states that DLs are still too difficult for the general public to use, although 
they can have a far-reaching impact on education, scholarly research publishing and society. 
 
The development of an evaluation model has been carried forward by the DELOS project; its 
evaluation schema initially had three dimensions: 
 
data/collection 
system/technology 
users/uses [17] 
This schema has since been integrated into Saracevic’s evaluation questions [16, 18]. 
 
According to the DELOS Reference Model, quality constitutes the parameters that can be used to 
characterise and evaluate the content and behaviour of a DL. Some of these parameters are 
objective in nature and can be measured automatically, whereas others are inherently subjective 
and can only be measured through user evaluation (e.g. in focus groups) [3]. A new EU-funded 
project, DL.org, will investigate and propose solutions for interoperability, taking into consideration 
core requirements for DL architecture, content, functionality, policy, quality and users identiﬁed in 
the DELOS Reference Model [19]. 
 
Today LIS researchers generally agree, identifying three approaches to quality evaluation: 
 
content-based approach (digital collections, metadata) 
service-based approach (DLs as organisations) 
user-based approach (DLs as speciﬁc and useful digital environments). 
Interdisciplinary research is increasing. The aim of most national and international DL projects is to 
connect and integrate DLs with the largest range of personal activities, research communities, 
institutions, educational environments and societies. DLs need to identify and assess their added 
value in knowledge creation and reuse [8, p. 329]. However, according to Poll, the levels of usage 
and quality of DLs do not yet prove that users benefit from DLs [20]. This statement reveals how 
much DLs are still questioned. In that sense, the evaluation of DLs can also be considered as a 
process related to their political and social acceptance. 
 
2.2 Integrated evaluation models 
 
The research on integrated DL evaluation models is quite limited. Four models, from different 
research areas, have been taken as references at the beginning of this work. The first model [21], 
created in 1992, comes from information systems research but can also be applied to DLs. It is 
known as the D&M IS success model and was updated by the authors in 2003. The updates 
concerned adding a “service quality” measure as a new dimension, and the grouping all the “impact” 
measures into a single impact or benefit category called “net benefit” (in the original model, there 
were “individual impact” and “organizational impact”). The D&M IS success model identifies the 
interrelationships between six variable categories: “system quality”, “information quality”, “service 
quality”, IS “intention to use/use”, “user satisfaction”, and “net benefits.” 
 
The second model was created in 2004 for the holistic evaluation of libraries services, and comes 
from library science studies [22]. It has an operational approach and identifies the core steps and the 
actors involved in the library’s evaluation, taking into account the role of the administrators, put at 
the top of the evaluation pyramid. 
 
The third model is the result of a DELOS supported research, and is the first generalised schema for a 
DL that proposes a holistic approach to its evaluation [17]. It includes the entities “users”, 
“data/collection” (i.e. the information, the content), “system/technology” and “usage." The model 
identifies the communities involved in DL evaluation, within an upper research domain area. 
However, the schema – which includes “librarians” within the research domain - doesn’t consider 
the organisational level of the DL and its actors (policy makers, managers, administrators, senior 
librarians). 
 
The user and digital library model [23], created in 2007, relates the DL and user points of view, 
focusing on their contexts (see Fig. 1). 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. User and digital library model. © 2007 Y. Zhang & T. Saracevic 
 
3 Research questions and hypotheses 
 
From my literature review so far, it has become clear to me that there is a need to look at DL 
evaluation models from a holistic perspective and to compare them in order to offer an integrated 
approach and a simple framework for DL assessment. I have also realised that there is a lack of 
exchange between the evaluation models and their applications, of which there are still relatively 
few, and that qualitative studies would need to be interoperable. 
 
I recognise the need to study the following concepts: 
 
DL quality, considering a DL as a unique entity 
DL qualitative evaluation 
holistic models of DL evaluation 
system vs user perspectives. 
Thus I propose the following research questions: 
 
Is a global approach to DL evaluation possible? 
Who are the actors that are involved in DL evaluation? 
Who needs the results from DL evaluations? 
How should we make quality procedures routine? 
How should we enable interoperability between qualitative DL evaluations? 
In addition, I am interested in testing the following hypotheses: 
 
DL qualitative evaluation would be more effective with a holistic approach. A common evaluation 
framework would avoid duplication of efforts and facilitate the exchange of materials under a 
comprehensive background. 
Librarians, researchers and society need DL evaluation as a fundamental part of any DL project. 
Qualitative DL evaluation would be more effective as a regular activity. 
There is a need to make evaluation experiences comparable and interoperable. 
4 Analyses and evaluations/proposed methodology 
 
In any information system, quality can be measured from a: 
 
system perspective (internal view) – focused on design and operation 
user perspective (external view) – focused on use and value [24]. 
DL analyses and evaluations in this work are considered from a system perspective. The 
methodology I propose combines theoretical and practical comparative approaches. 
 
4.1 A global approach to DL design/interface evaluation 
 
A comprehensive qualitative interface evaluation of twelve DLs has been done. 
 
I wanted to focus not just on graphic features but also on content presentation, label coherence, 
users’ tools, transparency and personalisation services. An integrated evaluation schema was 
created for this purpose. It includes a description, for basic and contextual information, interface 
structure analysis (browse and search system, labels, information visualisation), application of 
quality parameters (transparency, usability, accessibility, user-centred level), qualitative evaluation, 
and optional notes and remarks. 
 
The qualitative evaluations gave me an idea of which features of the interface are useful, which are 
not, and what improvements can be made to enhance the user experience. They also helped me to 
create a checklist with some best practices, and to improve my conceptual framework. 
 
4.2 A global approach to operational DL operational 
 
In order to apply a global approach to operational DL evaluation, I selected two assessment 
methodologies, both of which come from the digital preservation community: DRAMBORA [25] and 
InterPARES 3 [26]. The analysis of the case studies and comparisons between the methodologies are 
part of this work. They focus on DLs as repositories, and include a deep organisational analysis of the 
whole system. I applied the two methodologies to two digital repositories, and focused my attention 
on testing their interoperability. 
 
5 Conceptual framework: a tentative model for a global approach to DL evaluation 
 
While conducting heterogeneous DL evaluations and comparing them, I developed a model for a 
global approach to DL evaluation, as illustrated in Fig. 2. 
 
The model includes internal and external quality views. I have highlighted in italics the starting point 
of an evaluation from each of the two perspectives, and I have put my evaluation experiences on the 
framework. 
 
6 Limitations and risks 
 
This study has several limitations. The main one is that it does not include user studies, despite 
aspiring to give a global approach to DL evaluation. Although restricting the study to one view allows 
an in-depth analysis of many speciﬁc facets of DL quality evaluation, future work should apply the 
methodology and lessons learned to user studies to test the framework. Moreover, subjectivity is a 
strong component in qualitative interface evaluation: an expert evaluation cannot be substituted for 
a user evaluation, even if the expert tries to interact with the system as a user. 
 
There have been several works that analyse DLs’ quality, but during my literature review I realised 
that quality interoperability is used very loosely. One of the challenges that I face is deﬁning 
precisely what quality interoperability means within DLs and how it can be improved. I would like to 
discuss this deﬁnition and understanding further in the light of my proposed research. 
 
Another limitation of my approach is the number of methodologies I have tested. I would like to use 
more methodologies to assess the same DLs. A holistic evaluation of DLs is difficult, and it is more 
complex in reality than in a model. 
 
I would like to get some suggestions and insights into how to design a global qualitative evaluation 
framework. 
 
7 Conclusion 
 
There is no common agreement on how to evaluate DLs. DL evaluation as a ﬁeld is still in its 
formative years and is generally unfunded; as yet, no general models have been embraced. Only a 
small fraction of all the works on DL are devoted to evaluation [23]. However, several assessment 
methodologies have been built, and the interdisciplinary research on the ﬁeld is growing. A general 
global approach is still lacking. 
 
I believe my proposed research will help people to understand the need for a global approach to DL 
evaluation and for a quality framework which allows DLs to communicate with each other and to 
exchange their evaluation experiences. In addition to this, I hope to contribute by developing a 
methodology to promote qualitative DL evaluation environments and exchanges. 
 
 
 
Fig. 2. A global approach to DL evaluation 
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